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While increasing numbers of young high school students engage in part-time work, there is 
no consensus about its impact on educational outcomes. Indeed this field has had a dearth of 
research. The present paper presents a review of recent research, primarily from Australia and 
the US, although it is acknowledged that there are considerable contextual differences. 
Suggestions for school counsellors to harness the students’ experiences to assist in 

















Youth Learning and Work in Australia 
The proportion of young people in the labour force has remained at roughly the same level 
since the 1990s. The proportion of teenagers not in full-time study or work had decreased to 
13% in 2008 from 17.5% in 1992 (Foundation for Young Australians, 2008). However data 
from the September 2009 edition of the Labour Force (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2009) 
shows that 28 percent of young people aged 15-19 are not attending full-time education; of 
this group, 33 percent are working part-time, and 20.8 percent are looking for full-time work.  
These data represent a change from September 2008 (and indeed years before then), with 
more young people now in part-time work, less in full-time work, and more looking for full-
time work (16.9% in September 2008 and 24.7% in September 2009). The greater marginal 
attachment to the labour force is primarily females and school leavers in areas of low 
socioeconomic status (Foundation for Young Australians). 
In relation to educational attainment, 71% of 19 year olds in 2008 had attained Year 
12 or equivalent (Foundation for Young Australians, 2008), an improvement from 35% in 
1980 (Marks, 2006). However the Year 12 completion rate for those from low socioeconomic 
status backgrounds is 58% and even lower for poor achievers in school, indigenous students, 
and young people in rural and remote communities (Helme & Polesel, 2004). Increased 
retention is partly a result of alternative options being available in the schooling sector 
(Beavis, Curtis, & Curtis, 2005). However, while the numbers of youth successfully 
completing Year 12 or a Certificate III vocational qualification have increased, there were 
still close to one in five adolescents in May 2006 who left school without completing either 
one of these qualifications (Dusseldorp Skills Forum, 2007).  
Young people and part-time work 
The Youth Development Study in America showed that only 7% of students were not 
involved in paid part-time work (Mortimer & Zimmer-Gembeck, 2007). It should be noted 
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that the sample in this study was a group of 1010 young people in one US state followed for 
four years of high school from 1987 to 1991. While the numbers are not this high in 
Australia, a significant number of school students are engaged in part-time work. Data from 
the Australian Bureau of Statistics showed that the percentage of school students aged 15 or 
higher engaging in part-time work increased from 26 percent in 1990 to 34 percent in 2000 
(Australian Bureau of Statistics, 1990, 2000). ABS data published in 2004 showed 79% of 
15-19 year olds studying full-time were employed part-time. Unpublished data gathered by 
Smith and Patton (2008) in 2006 from 680 Year 10 students in five schools, city and rural, 
across two states in Australia, showed that 47 percent were working for an employer. When 
these students were in Year 12 in 2008, this figure was 64%.  The Beavis, Curtis and Curtis 
(2005) study reported 33 percent of Year 10 students and 40 percent of Year 12 students 
working part-time. 
Part-time work constitutes one type of student workplace engagement while at school, 
with other types including school-based traineeships and apprenticeships, vocational 
education and training programs, and work experience programs (Billett, 2005, 2006; Billett 
& Ovens, 2007; Smith & Green, 2005). According to Smith and Green, the most researched 
type of workplace engagement is vocational education and training (VET), and despite 
growing numbers of young people engaging in paid part-time work, this area has not been 
submitted to scrutiny. While there is some literature which has explored the impact of part-
time work for high school students on career development and employability in Australia (see 
Patton & Smith, in press), very little work has focused on educational outcomes. The present 
review will include literature from other countries to illustrate comparison, however it aims to 
be particularly comprehensive in discussing Australian studies as contextual differences are 
paramount in this area of study.  
6 
 
There is no consensus about the impacts of high-school working; researchers continue 
to examine the phenomenon through a range of frames, including an overall descriptive 
approach (e.g., Dusseldorp Skills Forum, 2007) its relationships with current schooling (e.g., 
Vickers, Lamb & Hinckley, 2003), its effects on education and post-school labour market 
outcomes (e.g., Smith & Green, 2005), and more broadly, its effects on adolescent 
development (e.g., Mortimer & Zimmer-Gembeck, 2007). Researchers, and indeed 
commentators in general, tend to view the phenomenon in a number of ways and each 
perspective will impact how part-time work of high school students is studied. The youth 
labour market is viewed as either a hostile or benign environment (Mortimer & Zimmer-
Gembeck, 2007; Smith, 2009). A belief in a hostile environment may encourage a tendency 
to find fault in the nature of students’ part-time work while also acknowledging the role that 
part-time work may play in accessing full-time work after the conclusion of full-time 
education. In other words such a position may lead to a conclusion that part-time jobs are a 
necessary evil. A belief in a benign environment may lead to a more positive view of the jobs 
that young people have, while also placing less importance on the need to work part-time to 
secure post-school employment. An alternate dichotomy relates to the place of education and 
the labour market in young people’s lives. Those authors who believe in the importance of 
school based education may focus on evidence that teenagers’ jobs reduce the time available 
for study; those who believe that education is just one component of teenagers’ lives may not 
find this an important area for research (Mortimer & Zimmer-Gembeck, 2007). The literature 
shows that these issues become intertwined in a complex way at times; for example, gaining 
full-time work through a part-time job before completing Year 12 may be seen as a positive 
outcome from one viewpoint, but from another viewpoint it may be seen as ‘dropping out’ of 
school (Mortimer & Zimmer-Gembeck, 2007; Smith & Green, 2005). As such the present 
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paper will attempt to present a broad overview of this field and present suggestions for school 
counsellors to harness the beneficial aspects of student part-time work experiences. 
Paid Part-time Work 
The most common reason given for working part-time by young people in a number of 
studies is to earn ‘Money for spending’ or financial independence (ABS, 2006; Beavis et al, 
2005; Smith, 2000). In addition, Robinson (1999) reported that young 17 year olds worked 
for added independence, enjoyment, and in the hope it would help in obtaining employment 
after school.  
Students engage in a wide variety of paid part-time work from retail and hospitality to 
office work, farm work, or involvement in a trade, to coaching and tutoring (Billett & Ovens, 
2007; Smith & Green, 2005).  Data from the ABS (2006) showed that 54% of young people 
had worked for an employer; 33% had worked in a family farm or business and 16% worked 
for themselves. Similarly, data from Smith and Patton (2008) reported that students in Years 
10 through 12 were working for employers, in a family business or farm, and a small number 
were working for themselves.  
Hours per week worked by young people reported in a range of Australian studies 
show reasonably similar patterns. Reporting on data gathered from 17 year olds who 
participated in the Longitudinal Surveys of Australian Youth program in 1992, Robinson 
(1999) noted that the students spent an average of nine hours per week in their jobs, the same 
hours reported by Smith and Green (2005). The data collected by Smith and Patton (2008) 
showed that 20 percent of Year 10 students worked up to 20 hours a week; by Year 12 thirty-
eight percent of students were working up to 10 hours a week. In the Beavis et al. (2005) 
study, students in Year 10 worked an average of 11 hours per week, increasing to an average 
of 12.30 hours by Year 12. Data gathered from the US National Longitudinal Survey of 
Youth 97 (data gathered when young people were aged 12-17) reported that by Year 12, 
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young people were working “about 18 hours per school week” (Rothstein, 2007, p. 208), 
considerably more than Australian students.  
 
Impact on Educational Attainment of Participation in the Workforce while at School 
Determining the nature and extent of the impact of part-time work on young people’s 
educational attainment is difficult to establish and data from a range of studies is inconsistent 
(Vickers et al., 2003). Rothstein (2007) noted that part-time employment while at school may 
encourage students to time manage, learn about workplace norms and responsibilities, and be 
motivated to achieve academic and career goals. On the other hand, the work may be 
distracting, tiring, and lead to diminished performance at school. In sum, the net effect is not 
clear, and certainly difficult to ascertain. Marsh and Kleitman (2005) reiterated these 
opposing factors, and emphasised the existence of a threshold where working increased hours 
would lead to negative effects.  This next section will review empirical work which has 
attempted to explore these issues. While acknowledging the differences in context, work from 
North America and Australia has been selected.  
In North America, research from the 1990s using data from national samples 
(Mortimer, Finch, Ryu, & Shanahan, 1996; Oettinger, 1999; Tyler, 2003) reported small or 
no negative effects of part-time work on academic achievement. However, Carr, Wright and 
Brody (1996) analysed data from a subsample of the US National Longitudinal Survey of 
Youth (NLSY) and found that working during high school was positively and significantly 
related to labour force participation, employment and income, but negatively related to 
educational attainment, particularly for males. These authors reported that young people who 
work during high school are less likely to be unemployed during adulthood. A similar 
negative impact on educational attainment has been reported by a number of researchers with 
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students from Year 8 (Post & Pong, 2000) and Year 10 (Singh, 1998; Singh, Chang, & Dika, 
2007) with the latter study controlling for socioeconomic status, gender and previous 
achievement.  
Quirk, Keith and Quirk (2001) raised the question of the relevance of the number of 
hours of work, and found that student employment contributed to greater academic 
achievement when it was under 12 hours per week. Schoenhals, Tienda and Schneider (1998) 
analysed the impact of employment on more than 15,000 Year 10 students and reported that 
employment generally had no negative impact on school results, even for those students who 
worked more hours (up to 20 hours a week). These authors found that while the employed 
students demonstrated increased absenteeism, they also demonstrated no decrease in school 
grades, time spent on homework or time spent on leisure reading when they were working up 
to 20 hours a week. Those who worked more than 31 hours a week spent less time leisure 
reading but not on the other two categories.  
Rothstein (2007) reported a series of complex analyses of data from a subset (n=4712) 
of the National Longitudinal Survey of Youth 1997 (young people aged 12-17 in 1997) using 
a range of data not included in previous analyses (description of the detail is beyond the 
scope of the present paper). In sum, she reported a small negative effect on current and prior 
year hours of employment on grade point average for young people in Years 10, 11 and 12. 
More recently, Dumont, Leclerc, and McKinnon (2009) reported findings from a study of 
Canadian students showing that students whose work hours decreased from Year 9 to Year 12 
adapted better to the academic demands of those high school years. 
Australian studies have largely been derived from data analyses of the Longitudinal 
Surveys of Australian Youth (LSAY) program (Marks, 2006; Robinson, 1999; Vickers et al., 
2003), and state based samples (Creed & Patton, 2003; Smith & Green, 2005). Robinson 
(1999) examined both students’ “perceptions” of effects on schooling as well as 
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“demonstrated” effects. While there were differences according to gender and school 
achievement level, Robinson concluded that “students in general did not perceive their part-
time jobs to have had a significant impact on their school performance” (p. 12). Analyses on 
variables related to school achievement and school completion also indicated that, for this 
sample at this time, there was no adverse effect on either school completion or Year 12 
academic performance for students who worked part-time. However Robinson did note that 
for those who worked more intensely, Year 12 results were a little lower than those who had 
not. In relation to the relevance of number of hours worked, Creed and Patton (2003) also 
reported that those who are employed for more than 20 hours per week are most at risk in 
terms of their academic development and school performance.   
Using LSAY data, Vickers, Lamb and Hinkley (2003) examined part-time work while 
at school of students who were currently in tertiary study. They found that part-time 
employment during high school “is associated with an increased likelihood of dropping out 
before the end of Year 12” (p.v), particularly when part-time participation is measured in 
Year 9 (as opposed to during Year 11). This finding was particularly so for those students 
who worked more than five hours per week, and for males more than females. These authors 
acknowledge that further investigation is needed to ascertain whether part-time work 
influences school leaving, or whether students who work longer hours are indeed intending to 
leave school and enter the labour force.  Beavis et al. (2005) found no selection process in 
which students’ self-reported ability or liking for school influenced decisions to undertake 
vocational learning or to engage in experience of work.  
Mortimer, Staff and Oesterle (2003) noted that while much has been written about the 
negative effects of adolescent part-time employment little attention has been given to the fact 
that it is through part-time employment that adolescents can “acquire knowledge about the 
labour force, form occupational values, learn how to behave appropriately in the workplace, 
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and acquire skills that will facilitate their adaptation to work and enhance the likelihood of 
later success in this domain.” (p.439). Again acknowledging the importance of number of 
hours in work, advocates maintain “that when youth limit the hours they spend in paid work, 
they are able to balance their multiple commitments to school, to family, and to their jobs, 
while at the same time acquiring workplace skills and resources that may help them to make 
good choices in selecting their future careers” (Staff, Mortimer & Uggen, 2004, pp. 430-431). 
Time management skills learnt from work and combining work and school will obviously be 
hugely beneficial to their schooling as well as post-school life (Staff et al, 2004).  
It is through their experiences in paid work that adolescents are able to gather 
information and experiences related to work and working life as well as themselves (Billett & 
Ovens, 2007; Mortimer & Zimmer-Gembeck, 2007). Apart from the obvious skills like 
increasing confidence, working as part of a team, decision making, exposure to different 
settings and individuals, it also brings them into contact with a much broader group of adults 
who could have a positive impact on the students in terms of possible role models or mentors 
(Mortimer & Zimmer-Gembeck, 2007). Mortimer (2003) asserted that adolescents are active 
agents in terms of their work experiences, noting that students whose attitudes and resources 
indicated high potential for school success moderated their involvement in the labour force 
during their schooling, while those with lower grades and who were more interested in the 
socialisation of school were more likely to pursue a more sporadic involvement in the labour 
force (Mortimer & Zimmer-Gembeck, 2007). Understandably those who could be seen to 
gain more from school moderated their work hours so as not to interfere with their school 
work and thus their results, whilst those who were less engaged in their schooling looked to 
the “workplace as a context for job exploration and human capital development” (Mortimer 
& Zimmer-Gembeck, 2007, p.11). In contrast, however, Beavis et al. (2005) found that 
12 
 
students undertaking paid part-time work had higher educational aspirations than those who 
did not. 
Mortimer and Zimmer-Gembeck’s (2007) review concluded that studies of the 
consequences of students’ paid part-time work find little evidence that academic performance 
is negatively affected; and support its positive impact on confidence and self-efficacy 
(Mortimer & Zimmer-Gembeck, 2007, p.264). However the studies reported here present a 
general lack of consensus, and findings are based on data from multiple variables which have 
a variety of specifications and measurement strategies. Elaboration of these research issues is 
beyond the scope of the present paper and is further provided in Patton and Smith (in press). 
 
Implications for School Counsellors 
Smith and Green (2005) reported that not all young people in their study acknowledged the 
relationship of part-time work to their educational and career decisions. However, the finding 
of a greater concordance between planned education and job preferences for those who 
engage in part-time work (Beavis et al, 2005) would suggest some strategies for schools, and 
in particular school counsellors. These strategies need to be intentional, and can be at an 
individual and/or program level (Juntunen & Wettersten, 2005). Opportunities for career 
exploration and reflection can be provided through individual and small group activities, and 
through influencing the content and process of career education in the school. These 
interventions can use the part-time work experience of young people as the raw material to 
explore aspects of educational and career decision-making. Along with related colleagues, the 
school counsellor can also initiate/facilitate employer /community partnerships to provide 
external input into these interventions. Billet (2005, 2006; Billet & Ovens, 2007) suggest the 
value of utilising students’ workplace experiences as a curriculum resource to assist students 
to prepare for and make decisions about post-school. Findings from their research have 
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demonstrated that students were able to present critical analyses of their work experiences, 
and that the classroom-based activities “provided opportunities for considering options for 
working life, for identifying employment preferences, and, in some instances, for the need for 
investing greater effort at school, …to ensure the realisation of their working life goals” 
(Billett, 2006, p. 7).  
 
Concluding Comments 
There are a number of areas which are beyond the scope of the current paper but which are 
important to acknowledge. There are significant implications for school structures, 
timetables, curriculum and pedagogies. In addition, there is a range of research design and 
methodological inconsistencies and limitations in this field of research (see Patton and Smith, 
in press). The present paper has set some contextual data for Australia, presented a set of 
research findings, and offered suggestions for school counsellors. Future work needs to focus 
on the broad systems and policy responses to high school students’ part-time work to more 
effectively coordinate the multiple engagements of this group of young people, and to more 
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